implications of our findings for the effective use of SNEs as a strategic tool (as implied in chapter 3).
Getting inside the insiders: methodology and data
Empirical research focusing on seconded national experts is rare. The growing significance of SNEs within the Commission has only recently received attention in the literature, namely through the work of Jarle Trondal (2004, 2006a, 2006b ).
Trondal has been the first scholar to collect data on the SNEs. The sample of respondents he uses in his work includes mainly Swedish and Norwegian SNEs, and his work analyzes the identities and allegiances of these officials. We chose to concentrate on national experts from one member-state and arrive at valid results for this specific group. This also allowed us to explore to what extent SNEs fulfill their dual role of carrying expertise from the member-state to the Commission and from the Commission back to the member-state.
The Netherlands presents an interesting case in this regard. Not only did it long enjoy a reputation as an enthusiastic subscriber to the ideal of an integrated Europe, as one of the founding members of the European Union it is a longstanding player in the secondment system. Secondly, its modest size makes it possible for researchers to identify and reach the whole population of current SNEs 3 For both groups of respondents, we collected survey and interview data. The survey and interview questions have been adapted from Trondal's SNE studies to Dutch SNEs. The aim of the survey has been to obtain an overview on the networks, positions, and careers of a large group of SNEs so as to follow up with in-depth interviews with a smaller group of SNEs on the major aspects that came to the fore through the surveys.
The whole population of the current 62 Dutch SNEs has been contacted to participate in the survey 4 , out of which 46 have responded to our request, resulting in a 74% response rate. Hence we can be confident that our data for the current Dutch SNEs are representative (Babbie 1992, 267). In-depth interviews were conducted with eight of these officials, selected on the basis of the range of responses they gave, with the aim covering the broadest range with a small number of respondents.
The former SNEs were reached using the snowballing method due to the absence of complete records. Out of the population of 91 former SNEs, we were able to contact 51 5 , and 44 of the contacted former SNEs filled in the questionnaire (a response rate of 86%). The use of snowball rather than random sampling does not pose great problems for interpreting the results, since we only report frequencies, means, and medians in our analysis. In addition 20 in-depth interviews have been conducted with this group of respondents. The item non-response rate was low for the surveys, the poorest item-score equaling 78 respondents. The survey questions have been streamlined to enable comparison between the two groups of SNEs. The former SNEs have been asked questions regarding their secondment period and their current functions to enable cross-time comparisons. 
Demand and supply: The Dutch and the expert secondment system
The growing number of tasks accorded to the European level of governance over the years has brought up the need for more staff, which has led the European Commission to increasingly resort to external assistance through temporary employment arrangements, partly due to budgetary stringency and partly to changing agendas that require extra expertise. There are 22 543 officials working for the Commission, 6868 of which are external or temporary staff. 7 Seconded national experts number 1077 officials, but their relative weight is better understood when one takes into consideration that their number equals 9.7% of the total number of 11 052 policy officials (Administrator/A-level officials), i.e. the highest level of Commission officials.
The primary aim of the secondment system is to bring in the high level of professional knowledge in a specific area of expertise and work experience in the member-state the national experts possess, especially in areas where such expertise is lacking inside the Commission rank and file. The potential benefit for the national administrations in return is that SNEs build up on their expertise at the European/international level while gaining insider knowledge on the institutional setup and functioning of the EU which they are presumed to take back to their administrations.
SNEs are typically seconded from the administrations (national, regional, or 
Profiling the Dutch expert contingent
Who are the Dutch SNEs? Based on our survey and interview data, we construct a profile of Dutch SNEs, with respect to their education level, age and rank prior to secondment, and type of home organization.
Based on the nature of the activities of SNE positions and on the interview responses, we infer that all SNEs are highly educated (HBO-level and up) and that the overwhelming majority holds a university degree (Bachelor/Master/PhD). Of the total group of respondents, 38% started their secondment at the age between 25 and 34, 33% at the age between 35 and 44, 21% between 45 and 54, and 8% at an age of over 55. The average age at the start of secondment was 40. This indicates that the Dutch government seconds predominantly young to middle-age officials who are presumably at the beginning or middle of their career. With respect to the rank of an SNE upon secondment, some interesting patterns can be observed, as shown in 63% of the SNEs were in ranks 10 to 12 just before the start of their secondment, 31% were in rank 13 or 14, and 6% were in ranks 15 and 16. The average prior rank among the total group of SNEs was 12.47. These figures seem to underline the assertion that EU-level activity among national civil servants is more the domain of middle-level civil servants than of top-ranking civil servants, (Noordegraaf, 2000; 't Hart et al.
2002
). The trend that the frequency of SNEs decrease as rank increases is largely explained by the fact that SNE positions are mostly policy-making posts, and policy preparation becomes increasingly less common as a main activity for civil servants in ranks 14 and beyond. 18 In section 5.6 we return to the issue of rank, within the framework of the discussion on career development through the secondment system.
In the previous section, we already indicated the distribution of SNEs in terms of their home organizations (Table 5 .1). Introducing the dichotomy of executive agency vs. policy department (see also Chapter 2), we observe that 76% of all respondents were originating from policy departments, and 24% from executive agencies. Apart form the fact that part of this difference is explained by the fact that most SNE positions are policy positions and much fewer are executive positions, assuming that the share of SNEs delivered by each type of organization is a valid indicator of EU-involvement, our findings are analogous with the conclusion in 3.3.2, namely that policy departments are more involved in EU-affairs than executive agencies.
With respect to the duration of the secondment, we observe that 17% of the SNEs were seconded for less than a year, 34% for a period between 1 and 2 years, 30% between 2 and 3 years, and 19% between 3 and 4 years. If we concentrate on the medians higher than 2, since this gives the most regular contacts, we see that there are actually only a few actors which fall into this category. indicate that they were relatively frequently used as an "EU helpdesk" for the members of their home organizations. They describe their role as "feeler", "resonance box", "ambassador" "antenna", "brainstorming partner" but also as "missionary" and "infiltrator" for their home organization.
The practice of signaling rests on trust-based reciprocity, and the necessary level of trust can be stemming from a common nationality or previous trust-generating Signaling can thus work in two directions:
Your SNE position makes it possible to notify colleagues at home, so that they can anticipate on the course of action of the Commission. For instance, they can prematurely prepare sabotage strategies, prepare proposals for amendment or forge alliances. In some cases the timing of a member-state entering the policy game, is decided by the SNE. 27 In terms of the Commission, both the network and the experience of the SNE at the national level are valuable for the Commission since:
The permanent officials do not need to have any experience or network at the national administration. This is the value-added of an SNE. The Commission at the end of the day aims at the member-states, so it is important to have a network within the member-states. Furthermore, the officials do not know about practice. As an SNE, you know a lot about what happens on the ground in practice. That is a big asset. You just know how it works and how it is implemented. 28 It is in the Commission's interest to know what is at stake in the member-state. 29 In turn, if the information channeled into the Commission which is relevant and interesting to the Commission may thus be used as input to a proposal.
With respect to frontloading, the importance of SNEs is even more crucial,
given that the appointment of SNEs within a specific DG is the central instrument for Whereas some SNEs think they should exert national influence, some think that the influence should be exercised by the Dutch Permanent Representation instead. 32 In that sense, some SNEs seem to totally endorse their Commission identity: "Expertise is the most important. We are not the member-state representatives here. They are in the Council." 33 Still, secondment system gives the member-state the opportunity to support EU-files with its own people. 34 This happens through the direct involvement of SNEs in the Commission. Through working in their field of responsibility and their file with their "Dutch profile", they can "make the Dutch voice heard in Brussels." 35 This is actually what our Dutch SNE respondents view as the frontloading method which is much more common and much more appropriate in terms of exercising influence. The
Ministry does not need to dictate SNEs since they already have an indirect influence by means of "thinking as a Dutchman". 36 This is also a transparent way since the proposal drafted by a Dutch SNE still needs to go through all the official EU procedures. Thus, this viewpoint gets locked into the proposal and might be altered at points, but the general spirit rarely changes substantially. In other words, the first blow is half the battle, and SNEs play a pivotal role in enabling member states to strike that first blow.
With respect to the contribution to the policy process, the nationality of an SNE matters in the way of thinking 37 : "Even though you do not get a substantive mandate, what you bring to the table in the policy making process is a Dutch point of view on the policy issue in question." 38 As another SNE phrased it:
The SNE brings in his own experience, way of thinking, and problem solving strategy to the Commission, all of which have been developed a specific framework, the situation in the home country. Once you are faced with real policy issues at the Commission, the first reflex is fall back on the old routines. As time goes by he may place matters in a wider, more European framework, but still the SNE's prior experience (or even the tradition he comes from) remains to play a large role. 39 Furthermore, many SNEs reported that while they were seconded, they continued following the Dutch media (newspapers, television etc.) and that for a Table 4 ).
It seems that the contacts between an SNE and the home organization have indeed increased over the past years. A second conceivable explanation for this variation is the potential propensity by officials to think more positively about 'the relationship with their home organization during their secondment' while they are seconded than after their return, given that many respondents were disappointment by the treatment they received from their home organizations after return, which often seems to be the case as the following sections suggest.
Do SNE networks persist?
The empirical evidence above demonstrates the bridging function of seconded officials during their secondment. However, the lasting effects of the secondment system can only be assessed by addressing the question whether the bridge remains 44 Since not all SNEs are originating from the Dutch central government, but also from agencies and semigovernmental institutions, the secondment system can also help to create networks between the SNE and governmental actors at the national level, which may become opportune once the secondment has ended.
What appears predominantly from our findings, however, is that although the expertise from the Dutch ministries/authorities flows largely to the Commission, the Dutch administration does not always get the EU expertise back. The bridge is often one-way: only 27 of 43 (62.8%) of former SNEs in our sample work for the organization they used to work for before their secondment. 45 Consequently, the network ties also seem to get weaker once an SNE returns -27.5% of the former SNEs state that they use the network they built during their secondment in their current function once per month while another 25% use it only once per year, and 17.5% do not use their Commission network at all.
It is also striking that current SNEs expressed relatively high hopes with regard to the degree to which they will be able to professionally utilize their networks, while the majority of former SNEs demonstrated their disappointment with respect to the extent they actually use their acquired networks in their jobs after their secondment. Given that many former SNEs also reported that they had considerable expectations in this respect before and during their secondment, we interpret this difference as an indication of overly optimistic prospects on the part of current SNEs rather than an indication of the increase in opportunities to use acquired networks upon return to the home administration.
During the interviews with former SNEs, many respondents indicated that their networks within and if applicable outside of the Commission had become outdated and were therefore of little or no use anymore. This is remarkable, since the secondments of the respondents had ended an average of only two years ago. In most cases the reason for their network being outdated was the fact that their first job after the secondment did not require the use of their network. A considerable part of these respondents mentioned that while professionally they made little to no use of their established networks, they did perpetuate contacts with the individuals they used to work with during their secondment, but rather on a personal or social level.
Some of these respondents, whose current job did not enable them to make formal professional use of their networks, did indicate that the personal contacts they still have with their network yields them information that may not be directly relevant to the job they are fulfilling, but which nonetheless is interesting for their organization. They are convinced that their colleagues for whose jobs this information would be directly relevant do not get the same information as timely: "Through my network at the Commission I get information about issues that no one else within my organization has access to." 46 and "It is always nice to have more or earlier information on an issue than for instance your boss has. Because I know a number of people at the Commission, I get this informational advantage vis-à-vis my boss." 47 These respondents reported that the added value in terms of networks falls to them personally and only in an indirect -and therefore sub-optimal -way to their organization.
Others who felt their network had to some extent diluted, indicated that a large part of their network had by now left Brussels as well, and that they did not have new contact information of these people. Nevertheless, respondents who indicated that their network had become outdated did acknowledge that due to their secondment and their familiarity with the structures of the Commission, they would now have an advantage in building up a new network if their job would require it.
On the contrary, former SNEs whose present job did connect well with their professional duties at the Commission reported that the benefits of their acquired network were substantial. This points to a positive relation between on the one hand the degree of compatibility between the job SNEs fulfilled during secondment and the job they perform after return, and on the other hand the degree to which officials have been able to maintain their networks and utilize it professionally.
Life after secondment: SNE's and their careers
If the Dutch government wants to obtain benefits for the investment made on the SNEs not only during but after their secondment, one would expect it to engage in proactive career planning for the SNEs' return. The reality is murky. To start with, since only 62.8% actually return, it is clear that the current "return guarantee" is not sufficient to assure that this actually happens.
SNE interviewees point to a gap between the expectations built up in Brussels and the reality faced upon return in The Hague. The high expectations stem from the fact that the SNEs feel that they grow enormously during the secondment. They expect to be rewarded for this when they return. The reality is often different, so much It has to be good for your career. 48 Yet in terms of their national careers, secondment entails stagnation, since SNEs remain in the same rank during the whole period regardless of their personal growth.
Returning home to the same job and rank thus constitutes a relative opportunity loss for many who would otherwise have had a chance to rise through the ranks.
Simultaneously, the peer colleagues at the Ministry in The Hague continue to grow in terms of career and rank, and they are still visible for the Ministry whereas the SNE in Brussels becomes also "out of sight and out of mind" in terms of the career planning.
In the words of an SNE: "In the Netherlands, they are not sitting and waiting for you.
They say: 'Are you still alive? We have to find something for you.' So it is not good for your career in the Netherlands." 50 The fears of the current SNEs find life in the experience of former SNEs. One observation seems to represent the sentiments of a large number of former SNEs:
Beforehand I expected that the secondment would offer me additional career opportunities, but as it turned out, this was by no means the case. 
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Asked whether former SNEs believed that being seconded had offered them any additional career advancement, 51% answered negatively and 49% answered positively.
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Comparing the present rank of former SNEs with the rank they possessed just before being seconded, it turns out that among those who were seconded within the period 2000-2005, 57% was still in the same rank, 29% had moved up one rank, and 11% had moved up two ranks (the remaining 3% represents one person who had moved down one rank). In other words, of the former SNEs included in our study, 60% had not made a significant promotion, either during or just after completion of the secondment. The average upward mobility among this group during an average period of 3.75 years was 0.49 rank. Although we have not been able to compare this figure with national civil servants of the same age, educational level, and organization in the same period, this rate of upward mobility is by no means spectacular.
As long as this image is sustained and there is no concrete career planning, the SNEs take the next steps in their career, and the chance that they go back becomes small. Returning back to their old position does not offer enough challenges which automatically stimulates the search for other alternatives, be it in Brussels or in the private sector in the Netherlands. SNEs also stress that they remain loyal to the Commission during their secondment.
RETURN to PREVIOUS

ORGANIZATION
Secondly, the influence is rather exercised indirectly through the thought processes of the SNEs which they characterize as having been shaped by their national background and upbringing. Thirdly, there is a whole chain of command before the draft proposal of the SNE reaches the top of the Commission where parts of the proposal might be modified. Finally, besides the distinction between national or EU interests, the role of expertise itself may be a third variable of significance. Transnational networks of experts, in which SNEs participate, can imply distinct normative policy preferences.
Although this study does not take this factor into account, future contributions in this field could benefit from the inclusion of the role of expertise as a source of substantive preferences. On the whole, though, secondment seems to remain a legitimate and valued system of exchange of officials both for the Commission and the member-states.
Our study has also demonstrated, however, that not all hopes placed in the secondment system are fulfilled: the long-term benefit of these networks is often rather limited, which can be seen as an opportunity loss for the seconding memberstates. Many former SNEs do get jobs that require them to draw on their Commission networks; many of them do not return to their original home organization.
Since networks are bound to individuals rather than to positions within an organization, the enhanced trust and frank exchange may persist after a change of position. The conditions under which this persistence is more or less likely to occur remains uncultivated research territory. By constantly and increasingly sending out national experts to the supranational level and subsequently reabsorbing these experts back into the national administration, these networks can facilitate decision-making 
NOTES:
1 Utrecht University and Leiden University, respectively. The authors would like to thank Jarle Trondal for sharing his work and his questionnaires with us. 2 CLENAD UK Section (2002) An Unofficial Guide for UK National Experts, Third Edition, p. 44-45. 3 One of the respondents had been seconded before this period but was included in the dataset to maximize the number of observations. 4 The survey was sent by e-mail, but the respondents were given a choice of returning the completed document electronically or by post. 5 It became only clear when data was gathered that two of the respondents had been detached before 2000. They have been also included in the analyses given the value of empirical data. 6 The cross-time comparisons should also be read with caution, however, since the responses to survey questions with regard to the secondment period of former SNEs rely on their memory. An inevitable problem connected to research that relies on respondents' memories is the potential deficiency on the part of the accuracy of the respondents' input. 
